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Chapter 1 
Introduction 



The National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 

In accordance with its congressional mandate to collect and disseminate statistics and 
statistical analyses, and in response to the need for policy-relevant longitudinal data on nationally 
representative samples of elementary and secondary students, the National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES) initiated a continuing, long-term program called the National Education 
Longitudinal Studies (NELS). The overall goal of this program is “to study the educational, 
vocational, and personal development of students at various grade levels, and the personal, familial, 
social, institutional, and cultural factors that may affect that development” (NCES 1994a). 
NELS: 88 represents the third major study in the NELS program, and follows the National 
Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 (NLS-72) and the High School and Beyond 
Study (HS&B) started in 1980. 

NELS:88 began with a base year survey of eighth grade students in 1988, followed up at 2- 
year intervals in 1990, 1992, and 1994 (when most sample members would be in college or 
working). 1 NELS: 88 collected data from more than 20,000 students, as well as their parents, 
teachers, school principals, and high school transcripts. The study entails a complex sampling design, 
which includes such features as augmentation (through “freshening”) to provide a representative 
sample of students at each phase of the survey through high school (i.e., to represent the tenth grade 
population in 1990 and the twelfth grade population in 1992); the follow-up and subsequent 
inclusion of students who were not eligible to participate during the base year (base year ineligible, 
or BYI students) or who dropped out of school; and a complex set of case weights that support 
longitudinal analyses and combinations of data from student, parent, and teacher surveys. 

Because of its broad scope and longitudinal design, the NELS: 88 data set allows for 
comprehensive examination of change in young people’s lives and the roles that school and home 
environments play in promoting growth and positive (or negative) outcomes. It also enables 
researchers to classify and describe students according to various characteristics, such as sex, race, 
socioeconomic status (SES), and disability status; and provides an extensive set of user manuals, 
technical reports, and CD-ROM data files to help researchers access and use the data effectively. In 
short, NELS: 88 provides a unique and rich source of data by which to examine the status and 
experiences of students as they progress from middle school through the high school years. 



1 A fourth follow-up is tentatively scheduled for 1998. 
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